Background Rapid technological change and increased international competition have changed working life and work organizations. These changes may not be considered when researching employee work ability and well-being.
Introduction
Increased international competition and globalization of business and organizations, rapid technological change and higher customer demands for products and services with increasing emphasis on environmental issues have changed working life. Under these pressures, in order to survive and make a positive result, companies must have developed both their organization and management simultaneously with their products and technologies [1] . If successful, work ability, commitment and well-being of employees will also have improved. If not successful, there may be negative effects.
One of the major objectives of personnel policy and occupational health care in Finland has been to promote work ability of employees. This stance is justified because it positively affects employees and indirectly promotes company performance [2] . The promotion of work ability is often extended to include work demands and the work environment as well as work organization and community, and employees' health, functional capacity and professional competence [3] . During a follow-up study covering a period of 11 years, the work ability of ageing employees was most effectively improved if efforts were focused on improving supervisors' attitudes, decreasing repetitive movements at work and increasing physical exercise during leisure time [4] .
In prior studies, commitment to work and organization have been associated with company performance [5, 6] . Committed employees internalize company goals and accept efforts to increase production and their own performance [7] . Many features of work and organization are found to be associated with commitment. Intentions to increase information, competence, participation and responsibility are justified by the assumption that they increase employees' commitment and affect work ethics. At the same time, they also improve the quality of work and the productivity of the company [8] [9] [10] . Management and supervisory work have been found to correlate strongly with organizational commitment [11, 12] .
Human well-being is studied both objectively and subjectively. Standard of living, housing, work conditions and health, among others, are objective indicators of well-being. Satisfactory and happy experiences or dissatisfaction and unhappiness are elements of mental well-being. According to epidemiological and neurological studies, mental well-being forms its own entity, separate from mental ill health [13] . Therefore, the means used to promote mental well-being and satisfaction differ from those attempting to prevent mental ill health and dissatisfaction. In the USA, as the market economy expanded, mental well-being decreased [14] .
In the cross-sectional study preceding this follow-up, many organizational practices were associated with different features of employee well-being in the metal industry and retail trade. For example, organizational commitment, work ability and mental well-being were positively associated with opportunities to exert influence, the promotion of employee well-being, good organization of work, supervisory support and good development prospects [15, 16] .
Our follow-up study focused on the impact of organizational practices, work demands and individual factors on employee well-being. The study aimed to answer the following questions.
1. How have work ability, organizational commitment and mental well-being of employees changed between 1998 and 2000? 2. Which changes in organizational practices, work demands and individual factors were associated with changes in work ability, organizational commitment, and mental well-being?
The follow-up period, from 1998 to 2000, were years of strong economic growth in Finland, which started in 1994 and ended in 2000. The mean growth of the GDP in Finland in 1998-2000 was 5.0%, whereas the average in EU countries (EUR-15) was 3.0% [17] .
Subjects and methods
This study is part of a larger study concerning organizations, organizational practices, employee wellbeing and organizational performance in the metal industry and retail trade in Finland, between 1997 and 2000 [18] . The respondents of the employee surveys conducted in 1998 and 2000 are the subjects in this study. In both cases, data were collected from the same respondents employed by the same companies (91 companies and 1640 employees) in the metal industry (standard industrial classification numbers 28, 29 and 34) and the retail trade (respective number 52). Organizations (with ≥10 employees) were selected from the registers of the Central Statistical Office of Finland by stratified random sampling. The response rate was 59% in 1998 and in 2000 it was 77% for those who had responded in 1998. Only the respondents (n = 1389) who participated in both cross-sectional studies and still worked with the same company were included in this study. Young and temporarily employed employees dropped out after the first study more often than old and regularly employed employees. At the end of the follow-up, the respondents were 2 years older [mean age ± SD = 43.9 ± 9.5 years] compared with the average in the same industrial sectors and their employment relationships were permanent. The age and company size distributions were similar according to gender and sector [18] . The work ability index (seven items) [4, 19] , organizational commitment (four items) [20, 21] , and mental well-being (five items) [22] were used as dependent variables to measure employee well-being and commitment (Appendix 1). The same measures were used in 1998 and 2000. The independent variables were related to organizational practices, work demands and individual factors. They were also measured in the same way in 1998 and 2000 (Appendix 1). The variables describing organizational practices were teamwork, opportunities for influence (seven items) [23, 24] , opportunities for development (three items), organization of work (four items) [25] , promotion of employee well-being (two items) [26] , supervisory support (four items) [24] , conflicts at the workplace (six items) [24] and uncertainty at the workplace (five items) [24] . Mental demands at work (three items) [23, 24] , physical demands at work (eight items) [27] , monotony of work tasks [26] and unnecessary rules [26] were used to measure the demands of work. Employee economic position, smoking, alcohol drinking and physical exercise during leisure time were used as individual variables and age, gender, personnel group and the sector as intervening variables (Appendix 1).
Data were analysed by using paired t-tests and analysis of variance (ANOVA), reliability, correlation and linear regression analyses. Cronbach's alpha was computed for the summed variables. The dependent sum variables were calculated by adding the values of the original items and dividing the sum by the number of items. The independent sum variables were formed from the means of the relative items. The variables of change were calculated by deducting the values recorded for the year 2000 by those of 1998, the positive values indicating positive change and the negative values representing negative change. The variables in the regression models were selected by backward stepwise analyses. The effects of gender, age, personnel group and sector were adjusted for in all regression models.
Results
There were no significant gender differences in work ability as measured by the work ability index in 2000 (Table 1 ). Women and older employees were more committed to the organization and had greater mental well-being than men and younger employees. Younger employees' work ability was better than that of the older employees. The organizational commitment, mental well-being and work ability scores of managers and white-collar employees were higher than those of blue-collar workers. There was a decrease in the averages of work ability, organizational commitment and also in mental well-being scores in the 2 year follow-up (Table 2) .
Changes in organizational practices correlated strongly with changes in well-being (Table 3) . Increases in the promotion of employee well-being, in opportunities for influence and development, improvements in work organization and supervisory support, and decreases in conflicts and uncertainty at work were all associated significantly with positive development with respect to three variables of well-being. Mental and physical work demands also had a strong relationship with employee well-being. Increased teamwork and fewer unnecessary rules at work were associated with increased organizational commitment and mental well-being. Of the individual factors, improved economic position and an increase in physical exercise were positively associated with work ability. Changes in smoking and drinking were not related to changes in well-being over the 2 years of the study.
Regression analysis was applied for three individuallevel dependent variables: changes in work ability, organizational commitment and mental well-being (Table  3 ). The regression model for organizational commitment had the highest explanation rate (20%) and the regression model for work ability had the lowest value (8%). Many features of organizational practices and work demands were highly inter-related and were therefore eliminated from the models. According to the models, organizational practices were more associated with mental well-being and organizational commitment than with work ability. Promotion of employee well-being, organization of work, supervisory support and opportunities for development were important factors explaining organizational commitment. These same factors together with opportunities for influence were significant in explaining mental well-being, whereas both mental and physical demands of work were most important for work ability. Physical exercise and economic position had an independent positive effect on work ability. A decrease in smoking was associated with improvement in mental well-being independently.
Discussion
Although the time of follow-up (1998-2000) occurred during a period of relatively steady economic growth, the employees' work ability, organizational commitment and mental well-being decreased. This decrease in work 
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ability may be due to the ageing of the employees studied. Ageing is unlikely to completely account for the decrease in organizational commitment and mental well-being because previous studies have found these factors to correlate positively with ageing [8, 16] . A positive trend in attitudes and experiences from younger to older employees also appeared in this study. Similar results with decreasing mental well-being along with the expansion of market economy have been found in other studies [13] . The factors promoting employee well-being were determined by examining the associations between changes in the organizational and individual factors and work demands, as well as those in work ability, organizational commitment and mental well-being during the follow-up period. In general, it was found that perceived improvements in organizational practices are highly associated with increase in employee well-being. The key factors promoting organizational commitment and mental well-being are improvements in the promotion of well-being, the organization of work, supervisory support and opportunities for development. The key factors promoting work ability are decreases in mental and physical demands at work.
The strong association between most factors used to measure organizational practices may have related to many small changes in studied organizations. In studies concerning company performance, small diverse changes have been found to be more effective than a single broad change [8] . By reason of synergy, many diverse changes may have a stronger effect on company performance than that of one single change [28] .
Although the samples in our project [18] were selected according to the rules of contingency, the results have to be interpreted carefully because of the rather high dropout rate. A comparison with the parameters of basic population nevertheless supported the validity of the results. The age and workplace distributions of the respondents were very similar to the respective distributions in the metal industry and retail trade in Finland. The results also concurred with our earlier cross-sectional results [15, 16] .
Our study indicates that the work ability, organizational commitment and mental well-being of employees can be improved effectively by promoting organizational practices. The promotion of organizational practices needs to be diversified, but can be started by improving the organization of work, supervisory support, opportunities for development and opportunities for influence. Ensuring that the mental and physical demands of work are not too high also appears to be worthwhile. n.s., not significant; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001. 
